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focuses  on  rap  as  poetic  expression.  This  chapter  analyses  the  very  form  and  poetic 
language  of  the  lyrics:  the  use  of  rhymes,  figures  of  speech  and  figurative  language. 













Bakalářská práce zkoumá a analyzuje texty hudebního žánru jménem rap, a kulturního 
hnutí jménem hip­hop.  Texty podléhají analýze a srovnávání s metodami analýzy 
literárních textů a literární teorie. Cílem  této práce je dokázat, že tyto texty, napsané 
Afroamerickými rappery, jsou texty literární: příběhy a básně, které by se v akademickém 
diskurzu a možném budoucím výzkum mohly zařadit do kánonu Afroamerické, potažmo 
Americké literatury. Termín East Coast (Východní pobřeží) odkazuje na místo původu 
autorů a jejich zaměření z hlediska místa v jejich tématech: americké město New York a 
jeho obvod zvaný Bronx. Termín Old School  (Stará škola) odkazuje na formu textů a 
jejich zasazení v čase: v osmdesátých letech dvacátého století. Práce stručně představuje 
historii  a  vznik  hip­hopové kultury, definuje hudební žánr rap  a uvádí rapovou 
terminologii, která se prací prolíná. Práce následně představuje básníka Gil Scott­Herona 
a skupinu The Last Poets (Poslední básníci), kteří jsou považováni za „praotce rapu.“ Po 
představení a definici hip­hop a rapu se práce obrací k otázce, zdali by se hip­hop či rap 
mohli  považovat za literární žánr.  Práce se touto otázkou zabývá v následujících 
kapitolách, které jsou věnovány literární analýze vybraných textů. Texty jsou rozděleny 
na dvě skupiny podle jejich forem a témat. První skupina se zaměřuje na příběhy, užití 
literárních trop a figur, a společenské komentáře textařů takzvaného conscious 
(uvědomělého) a political (politického) rapu a hip­hopu. Rappeři tohoto žánru používali 
své texty jako reportáže společenské a politické situace, která poškozovala černošskou 
komunitu v osmdesátých letech minulého století. Druhá skupina textů se zaměřuje na rap 
jako způsob básnického vyjádření. Tato kapitola zkoumá formu a básnický jazyk textů: 
užití rýmů, rytmu, básnických obratů a uměleckých jazykových prostředků. Kromě toho 
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Hip­hop  is  a  global  phenomenon  that  permeates  just  about  every  aspect  of 
American society, from sports to business, popular music and culture. Nowadays, hip­
hop does not only  influence  the mainstream,  it  is  the mainstream.1 Hip­hop,  the most 
prominent African American cultural movement of the 20th century, emerged from the 
New York borough of the Bronx in the 1970s. The movement gave the devastated Black 









the  patterns  of  poetry.  Considering  the  extremely  varying  subject  matter  of  hip­hop 



















hip­hop  culture  in  its  youth  and  presents  hip­hop’s pioneers who moulded  its  earliest 
forms: the first musicians, rappers and organizers of hip­hop events, the foundation for 
the culture’s development. The discussion then turns to the devastated 1970s Bronx, the 
place where the genre’s pioneers originated and in which they formed  hip­hop.  The 





tradition  and  how  it  relates  to  the  African  American  poetry.  As  the  closest  links  and 
probably the most significant inspiration for rap, the section then discusses the poetry of 
African American poets Gil Scott­Heron and  the group called The Last Poets. As  the 




hip­hop.  The  chapter  introduces  the  sub­genre’s definition and then it introduces the 
lyrics,  their  authors  and  the  respective  literary  analyses.  The  lyrics  selected  for  this 
chapter  demonstrate  various  literary  techniques  of  narratology,  social  critique  and 
commentary and various treatment of figurative language. The first section deals with the 
lyrics of “How We Gonna Make the Black Nation Rise?” by Brother D with Collective 
Effort  and  analyses  the  subject  matter  of  the  racial  struggle  of  the  African  American 





discussion turns to “Wild Style Subway Rap” by Grandmaster Caz and his use of the city 
as  a  thematic  frame  in  the  narrative.  The  following  section  examines  the  lyrics  of 
“Children’s Story” by Slick Rick and how he uses irony as a means of social commentary. 
The lyrics of “9mm Goes Bang” by Boogie Down Production demonstrate how the rapper 
KRS­One employs the theme of crime as a literary trope. The final section deals with the 
lyrics of “It’s Like That” by Run­DMC, which  present how  rap  lyrics  can operate  as 
testimony. 
  The  last  chapter  discusses  how  rap  works  as  a  poetic  expression.  The  chapter 
mentions various views on rap as poetry and establishes the methods of literary analysis 




rap’s poetic qualities. The first section focuses on the lyrics of “The New Rap Language” 
by the Treacherous Three and their treatment of rhyme and wordplay as the key methods 
of rap expression. The next section discusses Big Daddy Kane’s treatment of the rapper 
as a poet in the lyrics of “Ain’t No Half Steppin’”. The following discussion analyses the 
lyrical virtuosity of the rapper Rakim in his lyrics for “I Ain’t No Joke”. The lyrics of 
“The Godfather” by Spoonie Gee demonstrate how rappers treat the theme of lyrical 
ability as an expression of social status. The last section presents the lyrics of “My 



















that  became  known  as  hip­hop.  It  explains  how  hip­hop  originated  from  its  earliest 
underground forms from the early 1970s to the progressive culture and genre of music 
that paved its way to popular culture of the American mainstream throughout the 1980s. 
The chapter introduces the genre’s pioneers, who combined the new sounds of DJing 
music2 with the rhythmically structured rhymes of MCs3 that, combined with DJs, gave 
birth to the genre of music called rap.4 The discussion then turns to the socio­political 
situation of the 1970s in New York’s borough of the Bronx, which is widely accepted as 
hip­hop’s true birthplace. The focus on this aspect of American history helps to explain 
the circumstances under which the inhabitants of the borough existed, as it contributed 
significantly to the birth of the new cultural movement. Looking back to what could be 




3 The abbreviation for “Master of Ceremonies”, a term used in hip­hop for the person accompanying the 
DJ, i.e., the one who talks to the microphone during the DJ’s parties, later called “rapper”. 






poetry, both in terms of its form and the audience’s perception, the discussion further 
attempts to determine on what grounds hip­hop could, as “an umbrella term to describe 





and  fashion  of  popular  culture  in  the  1970s  United  States.  While  the  grownups  of 









Herc, he was a revolutionary, he revolted, he didn’t want to play the disco 
music that we heard on the radio, he wanted to give the music that we grew 
up on, soul music. And  it was  incredible because  in  the world of disco 
















The new music of Kool Herc, “the father of hip­hop”,10  quickly  spread  through  the 
borough and attracted many practitioners of different arts. Most notable of which were 
the  so­called  b­boys  and  b­girls,  break­dancers11  who  performed  a  newly  created 
kinaesthetic  movement  art  to  the  rhythms  of  the  newly  formed  music.  The  parties 
consequently appealed to people who wanted to bring something innovative to the newly 
found spirit of Herc’s break music. Soon after the music spread from the clubs to the 
streets, other artists followed.12 
  With the arrival of the hip­hop DJs also came a person who accompanied them 
with  vocal  utterances  on  the  microphone,  the  hip­hop  MC.  The  first  person  to  be 
considered as a hip­hop MC was Coke La Rock. The MC accompanied performances of 
Kool Herc, yet his role in the early parties differed greatly to what MCs do today. In his 
own words: “The first time I got on the mic, I was just highlighting people’s names, you 
know.”13 The early MCs  served as conductors of  the parties,  announcing  the DJs and 
filling silent spaces between songs with whatever came to their mind. However, as Rock 
recalls, rhyme swiftly became an integral part of their language:  
This was back then. Nobody was talking on the mic back then. There’s not 
a man that can’t be thrown, a horse that can’t be rode, a bull that can’t be 
stopped and there’s not a disco that Kool Herc and Coke La Rock can’t 
rock.14 
 
The  MC  soon  became  inseparable  from  the  DJ,  as  the  focus  of  hip­hop  parties 
progressively shifted from instrumental music towards the MC’s performance and people 
started to listen to what they had to say. 














in  question  was  Afrika  Bambaata  and  one  of  his  most  important  inputs  to  hip­hop’s 
development was his formation of the Universal Zulu Nation. This was the first hip­hop 
organization  which  would  spread  hip­hop’s message collectively via its fundamental 
elements of music: DJing, breakdancing, graffiti and MCing.15 These four elements of 
hip­hop were later enhanced by Bambaata with a fifth element: knowledge, culture and 
overstanding.16  The  Universal  Zulu  Nation  sought  to  unite  hip­hop  communities  as 
“peaceful, unified entities with a passion for life, a respect for difference and a belief in 
the positive effects of peaceful coexistence.”17 As an organization,  the Universal Zulu 
Nation organized events which would educate the ghetto youth about hip­hop culture and 




the tensions of gang rivalry that plagued the borough. M.T. Kato comments that “the 
existence  of  Afrika  Bambaataa  and  Universal  Zulu  Nation  itself  thus  bespeaks  of  the 
origin of hip­hop  in  the gang,  specifically  in  its  search  for peace and  in nurturing  the 
African consciousness”.19  Hip­hop  then  became  a  transformative  cultural  movement 
which  attempted  to  turn  crime  and  violence  into  something  less  violent  and  harmful, 
turning the negative into the positive.20 Bambaata’s intent to create “the Universal Zulu 





16 Price III, 37. Overstanding is a Rastafarian term which inverts the word “understanding”, meaning 



















This supports the argument that hip­hop’s impact on the United States was a combination 
of both new cultural expression and a possible solution for the increasing crime rate in 
the Bronx. Furthermore, with the establishment of the Zulu Nation also came the label 
for the cultural movement, as Afrika Bambaata recalls: “We put it together as a culture 





As a result, their lyrics became the focal point of hip­hop’s sound. The first MC to throw 
parties as an MC (as opposed to the previously mentioned Coke La Rock who merely 
accompanied the DJ) was DJ Hollywood in the late 1970s. Hollywood, was influenced 
by  many,  including  New  York  radio  DJ  Frankie  Crocker  and  the  comedian  Pigmeat 
Markham,25 both famous for their exceptional eloquence and rhymes. But for the Bronx 
community, Hollywood26 was merely another disco DJ. However, as Kurtis Blow has 
















this is what Hollywood did.”27 This  then set  the trajectory for  the genre of rap, whose 
development  soon  rocketed  towards  American  popular  culture  with  the  release  of 
“Rapper’s Delight” by The Sugarhill Gang in 1979,28 a song which “brought hip­hop to 
masses”.29 But Similarly, DJ Hollywood may have cultivated MCing but his disco music 
did  not  feature  the  main  aspect  of  hip­hop  music,  the  breaks.  Moreover,  his  parties 
resembled the sort of exclusive parties  the Bronx youth detested. Hollywood therefore 
failed  to  capture  the  raw  atmosphere  of  hip­hop  parties  that  were  happening  in  street 
blocks. 
Despite the success of The Sugarhill Gang, these MCs lacked authenticity and did 
not  get  proper  recognition  from  the  Bronx  community30.  Their  mega  hit  may  have 
introduced  hip­hop to the world, but “the group became and remains a lightning rod 
attracting charges of plagiarism and lack of authenticity.” (96) Certain rappers, namely 
Grandmaster Caz or Rahiem of The Furious Five, claimed to have found their own rhymes 
in the song’s lyrics. (96) This upset the Bronx hip­hop community, which had to force 
themselves into the recording industry and produce records in order to prevent further 
plagiarism. As a result, the Bronx began to produce its own authentic MCs.31  
  Hip­hop  and  rap  started  as  a  cultural  movement  that  attempted  to  unite  and 
entertain inhabitants of New York’s borough of the Bronx who were disaffected with the 






















known as rappers. As Bradley states: “These young artists commandeered the English 
language, bending it to their own expressive purposes. Over time, the poetry they set to 
beats would command the ears of their block, their borough, their nation and eventually 






  The origins of hip­hop are linked inextricably with the artform’s birthplace, New 
York’s borough of the Bronx. The Bronx where Herc and Bambaata laid the foundations 
for hip­hop was called “America’s worst slum” or “the epitome of urban failure.”35 The 
streets were  filled with  rubble  from destroyed buildings,  shattered  glass  and dust.  Joe 
Conzo, a hip­hop photographer born in the Bronx, called it “massive urban decay.”36 The 
borough’s decay was fuelled by arson; the Bronx was believed to be the worst area for 
fires  in  the country. Between 1973 and 1977, around 12,000 fires were reported every 
year,  destroying  over  5,000  apartment  buildings  holding  over  100  thousand  units  of 


















burning, Bronx was burning.”38  The borough’s poorest parts, most notably the South 
Bronx,  resembled  a  ruined  city  ravaged  by  war,  with  block  after  block  abandoned  or 
inhabitable. When Ronald Reagan, the President of the United States from 1981 to 1989, 
visited the borough, he said it looked like it had been hit by an atom bomb.39  
Price states that “the immensely impoverished, crime ridden, drug­infested streets 
of the Bronx were not always a symbol of economic demise and social decay.”40 The state 
of the borough in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s and the 1980s was caused by 
the urban planning of the “authoritarian urban planner”41 Robert Moses. Moses was an 
American public official, working as a city construction coordinator, who moulded New 
York City, from the late 1920s to the mid­1960s, into a privatized network that allowed 
the  flow  of  commodity  and  capital.42  This  meant  huge  construction  projects,  such  as 
bridges, tunnels and avenues, that would help the city’s infrastructure to keep up with its 
ongoing expansion and transformation into one of the world’s largest megalopolises. 
However,  as  the  urban  planning  of  such  a  huge  built­in  area  proved  successful,  one 




with the so­called Slum Clearance Project, which sought to wipe out “the communities, 





























the people soon  took  their  fates  into  their own hands, with any means necessary. The 
gangs and ghetto youth that emerged from this unfortunate environment were aptly called 
“the children of [Robert] Moses’s grand experiment.”48  Grand Wizzard Theodor’s 
testimony astutely describes the reasons for the rise of the gang problem:  
South Bronx where we lived at, people were struggling. You had single 
parents [...], people wasn’t really working, it wasn’t really no jobs and 
stuff like that. You couldn’t go in certain areas, man. [...] You had killings, 






















and  centred  around  a  rather  small  community.  What  accelerated  this  transformation, 
rather ironically, was a citywide power outage on 13 July 1977 at 9:35pm.51 The blackout 
“allowed” gang members to storm the streets and loot whatever they saw fit, including 
music equipment. Despite the slow but steady development of hip­hop, the possibility to 
own the necessary equipment for producing this music, such as microphones, turntables 





and prohibiting the borough’s inhabitants to lead normal lives produced a generation of 
young people who had little to no opportunity to secure well­being for themselves. For 
the  ghetto  youth,  forming  gangs  and  committing  crimes  seemed  a  necessary  evil  for 
survival in the dangerous environment. This was a product of “urban neglect and a 
descendant of the civil rights,”53  and  the  effects  of  post­industrialization,  dislocation, 
deskilling and underemployment of the ghetto youth.54 As a result “there arose an urban 
culture that spread like an antidote to a horrible plague. Hip­hop was the solution,  the 
product of self­determination, self­realization, creativity and pride.”55 The formation of 
hip­hop provided a  solution  and an  inspiration  for  the  future MCs who  projected  this 




















The  Bronx  of  the  1970s  resembled  a  huge  scrapyard  of  unwanted  things  that 
nevertheless  served as  a  sort  of playground  for  its  inhabitants,  allowing  impoverished 
ghetto youth to make use of various bits and pieces of technology to push themselves into 
creating  new  things.  As  a  result,  the  stage  for  developing  hip­hop  music  was  set. 
However, instrumental music was but a beginning of the then­emerging phenomenon of 
hip­hop  and  rap  music  that  slowly  paved  its  way  into  American  culture.  The  above­
mentioned evolution of the MC stems from an expressive tradition that seems to be one 
of the crucial parts of Black culture. Nelson George states that “it’s always been a Black 
thing to talk smooth, [...] and on a mic and be entertaining. [...] I mean, there’s a huge 
legacy of rhythmic talking over beats that hip­hop is an extension of.”58 The core elements 
of rapping,  therefore, are not an  invention of  the hip­hop MC, as  this aspect of Black 
culture  is  deeply  rooted  in  the  oral  tradition  of  the  African  poetic  practice.59  Pigmeat 
Markham  and  Frankie  Crocker  therefore  follow  the  same  pattern  of  Black  expressive 
culture as the poets Gil Scott­Heron and The Last Poets, the focus of this section.  
Traditionally, the African poet functioned “as much as a musician as a wordsmith, 
weaving narrative verse around patterns of call­and­response with an active audience”.60 



















The  African  American  group  The  Last  Poets  was  formed  by  Jalal  Mansur 
Nuriddin Omar Ben Hassan, Abiodun Oyewole and percussionist Nillijah, in May 1968.64 
Their approach of  recording and performing poems over percussive  instruments along 
with their “politically charged raps, taut  rhythms  and  dedication  to  raising  African 
American consciousness”65  laid a  strong  foundation  for hip­hop music.  In 1970, Alan 
Douglas, producer of Jimi Hendrix, signed the group to his label Douglas Records after 
he heard them perform on a basketball court in Harlem, an event which foreshadowed the 
block  parties  of  DJ  Kool  Herc.66  That  same  year,  the  label  released  their  critically 
acclaimed debut album that established The Last Poets as “the artistic vanguard of the 
civil rights movement”67 just as other Black activist leaders, Malcolm X or Luther King, 
were either killed or  imprisoned.68 The album’s lead hit song “Niggers Are Scared of 






64 Abdul Malik Al Nasir, “Jalal Mansur Nuriddin: farewell to the ‘grandfather of rap,’” The Guardian, 
Guardian News & Media Limited, 6 June 2018. <https://www.theguardian.com/music/2018/jun/06/jalal­
mansur­nuriddin­last­poets­obituary­grandfather­of­rap> 18 April 2021. 
65 Jason Ankeny, “The Last Poets,” AllMusic, AllMusic Netaktion, LLC, 
<https://www.allmusic.com/artist/the­last­poets­mn0000090018/biography> 18 April 2021. 
66 Al Nasir, “Jalal Mansur Nuriddin: farewell to the ‘grandfather of rap’”. 
67 Al Nasir, “Jalal Mansur Nuriddin: farewell to the ‘grandfather of rap’”. 








rights  and  revolt  against  oppression.  This  heavily  politicized  poem,  which  gained  the 
group  popularity  among  Black  communities,  presents  a  prelude  to  the  conscious  and 
political  hip­hop  that  came a  few years  later. Moreover,  the group  influenced another 
crucially significant poet to start producing his own records. 
John Bush writes that Gil Scott­Heron’s “aggressive, no­nonsense street poetry is 
equal  parts  politically  conscious  activism,  cultural  awareness,  polemic  and  social 
commentary.”69 Scott­Heron’s influence on hip­hop music is undeniably equal to that of 
The  Last  Poets,  but  it  was  them  who  mesmerised  Scott­Heron  when  he  heard  them 
performing their verses over sparse drum backing.70 He adopted their critical  tone and 
transformed it into “hard­edged social commentary on issues as diverse as apartheid and 
nuclear energy.”71 Yet, while providing conscious insight on the condition of the United 
States, Scott­Heron sweetened his delivery by using jazz, soul and funk music.72 His most 
famous song “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised” is as rhapsodically and musically 
performed as “Niggers Are Scared of Revolution”, but the jazzy­flute instrumental makes 
the song more melodic. The poem’s content  deals  with  a  similar  idea  for  African 
American revolution which would bring an end to the racial oppression, which is yet still 
out of sight due to “the role of race in mass media.”73  
 
69 John Bush, “Gil Scott­Heron,” AllMusic, AllMusic Netaktion, LLC, 
<https://www.allmusic.com/artist/gil­scott­heron­mn0000658346/biography> 18 April 2021. 
70 David Sharrock, “Gil Scott­Heron: music world pays tribute to the 'Godfather of Rap,’” The Guardian, 
Guardian News & Media Limited, 29 May 2011. <https://www.theguardian.com/music/2011/may/29/gil­
scott­heron­godfather­of­rap> 18 April 2021. 
71 Sharrock, “Gil Scott­Heron: music world pays tribute to the 'Godfather of Rap’”. 
72 Sharrock, “Gil Scott­Heron: music world pays tribute to the 'Godfather of Rap’”. 




 Scott­Heron’s verses of “The Television Will Not Be Televised” critiques how 
the idleness of sitting in front of the television screen and accepting the doctrine of the 
media obstructs the audience in developing critical thinking, which is key for securing 








Scott­Heron  emphasizes  that  activity  and  prowess  are  the  essential  attributes  to  fight 
against the corrupt institutions that stand behind the flow of misleading information. This 
conscious  and  political  treatment  of  the  topic  of  racism  further  adds  to  the  idea  that 




we wanted the music to sound like the word.”76 However,  contrary  to his  beliefs,  the 
considerable number of critics, writers and hip­hop MCs do not hesitate to state Scott­





if not indistinguishable. Bradley states that “the fact that rap is music does not disqualify 
 
74 Gil Scott­Heron, “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised”, Genius, Genius Media Group, Inc.,  
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  Hip­hop’s emergence as an alternative approach to producing music was 
permanently  altered  with  the  involvement  of  spoken  word.  As  the  previous  section 
described the heritage of African poetic tradition and its connection to the poetry of Gil 
Scott­Heron and The Last Poets and subsequently hip­hop, one might ask whether rap, 





























novelty  derived  from  Black expressive tradition, as “rap  artists  explore  grammatical 
creativity,  verbal  wizardry  and  linguistic  innovation  in  refining  the  art  of  oral 
communication.”84  
Rap  is  also  a  vernacular  art  that  creatively  combines  the  invented  with  the 
inherited.85 While the previously mentioned African expressive culture used rhyme as a 
key  rhetorical  device,  rap  attempts  to  use  this  heritage  to  revolutionize  the  sense  and 
sound of the Black vernacular English.86 This approach therefore allows Black rappers to 
use  their  own  figurative  language  to  tell  stories  that  are  similarly  germane  to  Black 
culture.  Moreover,  rappers  use  their  language  to  expand  the  awareness  of  hip­hop,  to 
educate  the  world  and  their  fellow  communities  about  the  literary  innovation  that  is 
rapping. Rap is therefore a constantly changing complex linguistic art in which meanings 
and  intentions  fluctuate  using  innovative figurative language, rappers’ similes and 
metaphors reshape their and others’ view on the world.87 These include various habits 
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and  attitudes  which  developed  simultaneously  with  hip­hop  culture,  the  language  of 
wealth, social status and gang slang. As rappers use unique wordplay, tropes and rhymes 
which incorporate the concepts of rapper’s life or life in the ghetto, they  create  new 
images  and  modes  to  provide  an  insight  to  the  daily  realities  of  rappers  and  their 
communities. They therefore demonstrate how they perceive the ghetto environment and 
how rappers’ lives are lived. Provided that rap is predominantly Black expressive genre, 
rappers  could  therefore  be  considered  as  poet­speakers  of  the  African  American 
population.  They  refresh  the  English  language  by  structuring  communication  through 
figurative variations of everyday speech which allows them to develop the perception of 
African American experience by telling original stories.88  
  Rap  stories  exhibit  distinctive  features  that  originated  exclusively  from  the 
environment of hip­hop in the Bronx in the 1970s and 1980s. These origins provided “the 
creative  capacities  conditioned  by  the  often  harsh realities of people’s everyday 
surroundings.”89  The  crumbling  ghetto  and  the  omnipresent  threat  of  gang  violence 
produced both an inspiration and a necessity for rappers to emerge as bards, or redeemers 
who  would  simultaneously  provide  criticism,  exposition  and  liberation.  The  almost­
mythical figure of the rapper often presents themselves as a being of superhuman abilities. 
This “larger­than­life persona”90  therefore  adopts  a  unique  position  of  storytelling  in 
which regular hip­hop themes coincide with both the form of poetic delivery and rapper’s 
insight, often very thoughtful, on their experience and point of view. Their stories often 
fit  into  the  tradition  of  American  success  stories,91  but  to  maintain  authenticity  and 











However,  rap  stories  are  not  always  “incisive social commentaries nor thug 
fantasies.”93 The stories in rap follow the same pattern as the stories in literature, they use 









  Rap’s reliance on the forms of poetry allows rappers to produce literary texts. 
Even though these texts seem inseparable from the musical part of hip­hop, their structure 
and meaning produce similar literary values as poetry. Bradley argues that “rap is poetry 
but its popularity relies in part on people not recognizing it as such.”95 While the genre is 
primarily  classified  as  music,  the  stories  that  rappers  tell  contain  as  original  and 
innovative  insight on  the world as narratives  found  in  literature. Moreover,  rap  as  the 
dominantly  African  American  genre  provides  a  unique  and  authentic  portrayal  of  the 
culture, history, language and spirit of Black Americans. This means that hip­hop does 
not only extend American literature but also cultural anthropology, sociology and politics. 














and  political  issues  that  affect  the  African  American  population.  Due  to  the  dismal 
conditions that progressively damaged the Black community through the 1960s and the 
1970s, 1980s socially conscious rappers were “forced to address  worsening  social 
problems,  including  high  unemployment,  police  brutality,  incarceration,  inadequate 
public  schools,  political  apathy  and  dysfunctional  behaviours  that  perpetuate 
oppression.”97 Rap, sometimes called “the Black CNN,”98 was therefore a platform for 
lyricists to create informative and thought­provoking narratives that primarily served as 
testimonies of the grim environment of New York’s borough of the Bronx. Rappers 
observed  that  the  principles  of  mutual  respect  did  not  at  all  apply  to  the  Black 
population.99  Moreover,  they  began  to  question  the  very  meaning  of  citizenship  and 
belonging to the American society.100 
This chapter looks at six MCs who focused on these topics and dealt with them 
with  their  own  unique  methods.  The  methods  analysed  are  contrasted,  compared  and 
paralleled with methods used in literature and studied and literary sciences. The chapter 
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theme. The last song then represents how the culmination of such issues changes rapper’s 
lives. 
“How We Gonna Make the Black Nation Rise?” by Brother D is a playful verse 
that  criticizes  the  hypocrisy  of  American  society  and  reminds  its  audience  about  the 
ongoing racial struggle of the Black populations in the form of an address which is very 
similar to poetry of Gil Scott­Heron or The Last Poets. This first analysis introduces one 
of the chapter’s key themes that acts as a vehicle for the treatment of issues  dealt  in 
subsequent tracks: an informative social commentary. 
“The Message” by Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five is an extensive 
episodic narrative about the damaged state of the Bronx told in the bardic manner of a 
distressed poet of the streets who through his account of experience, according to Dyson, 




“Wild Style Subway Rap” by Grandmaster Caz uses the city, specifically New 
York’s borough of the South Bronx, as a thematic frame for its narrative whose subject 
matter is similar to the one of “The Message”. Grandmaster Caz uses the thematic frame 
to develop his statement, eventually acknowledging the liberating potential of the new 








“Children’s Story” by Slick Rick tells the story of life in the ghetto, violence and 
murder. In the narrative, Slick Rick uses tropes of irony and parody to express the subject 




“9mm Goes Bang” by Boogie Down Productions makes use of crime as a theme 
and through sharp exaggeration transforms it into a trope. This figurative treatment assists 
KRS­One, the MC behind the lyrics, to enhance the effect of his narrative by affecting 
the sensual perception of his audience. KRS­One’s lyrics serve as a reminder that crime 
found its way to the lives of African Americans and has been appearing as a major theme 
throughout the rap lyrical canon ever since. Moreover, crime’s irretrievable damage is 
included in the subject matter of the next song. 
“It’s Like That” by Run­DMC signals a transition from old school hip­hop to the 
mainstream. The song’s subject matter serves as a testimony of the harsh environment in 
which the Black population existed and invites the audience to participate in the message 
of the two MCs present. “It’s Like That” serves as a conclusion to the conscious treatment 
of issues the Black population had to deal with. Racism, poverty and crime are used as 













3.1. “How We Gonna Make the Black Nation Rise?” by Brother D with Collective 
Effort: Racial Struggle of the African American Population 
 




of its presentation. The lyrics’ recurring phrase “You dippy­dippy­dive, you so­socialize 
/  But  how  we  gonna  make  the  Black nation rise?” (33) highlights the main problem 
identified by Brother D, the hypocrisy and voluntary blindness of the American society. 
While the more fortunate portion of the United States enjoy their parties and well­being 
in a civilized and constantly modernizing country, “the Black nation” experiences quite 
the opposite. 





 Brother D’s metonymy of “the Black nation”, substituting the impoverished  and 
struggling  part  of  the  African  American  population,  serves  as  a  symbolic  reality  that 
works according to its own and significantly different rules. When contrasting this reality 









They’re killin us in the street  
While we pay more for food that’s cheap  
And all you want to do is so­socialize (33) 
 
Brother D’s assessment about the state of reality in which he and his “Black nation” 
appears contributes to what Murray Forman calls hip­hop’s “striking capacity for political 
insight and social critique.”102 
  Brother D’s commentary does not concentrate solely on the unacceptable state of 
“the Black nation” he wants to elevate. For a contextual comparison and further 
empowerment of the prevailing hypocrisy of the supposed “true America” he provides 
several statements about America’s own state and origin. “America was built, understand 
/ By stolen labor on stolen land” (36) refers to the horrors caused by colonization and 




Maybe they’ll do that to us  
Dare to struggle, dare to win (35) 
 
This  parallel  facilitates  Brother  D  to  expand  the  character  of  American  society  in  a 
broader context, making the thing described a “common enemy” of the oppressed and the 
violated.  
  The lyrics of “How We Gonna Make the Black Nation Rise?” provide a social 
commentary that is constructed on paralleling and contrasting the story of “the Black 
nation” with the story of the “true America”. This approach further demystifies the 
general perception people had on the United States and New York, as the rapper Darryl 
“D.M.C.” Daniels comments “everybody’s perception on New York city was like “yo, 






diamonds,  look at the sex, look at all the money and famous people.”103 However,  as 
Brother D asserts, America was not just all about partying and having a good time. This 
almost symbolic treatment of the two sides of America creates a notion of the archetypal 
conflict of good and evil, even though Brother D’s treatment of the evil is ambiguous to 
a point of not being distinguishable at all. Nevertheless, as Bradley comments: “like most 
stories throughout the history of human civilization, most of rap’s stories are occasions 
to imagine alternate realities.”104 The fate of an alternate reality called “the Black nation” 
is consequently in the hands of hip­hop. As Brother D’s lyrics reach their conclusion, the 
MC states that “Time is getting late” (37) for “the Black nation”, but then adds that “And 
DJs if you got a mic/ It’s your job to educate.” (37) This signifies that the job of MCs is 
to tell a story that would not only entertain but educate its audience about the isolated 
reality of “the Black nation”, adhering to the Horatian concept from his Ars Poetica of a 
poem both instructing and delighting.105 Storytelling is then a method MCs often use to 
deliver their lyrics’ message as an instruction and as an entertainment.  
 
3.2. “The Message” by Grandmaster Flash and the Furious  Five:  Hip­Hop  as  a 
Social Narrative 
Brother D’s lyrics introduced the potential that hip­hop  lyrics  could  have  in 
addressing social or political issues. But it was the track “The Message” by Grandmaster 
Flash and the Furious Five that transformed the impact rap lyrics could have on American 
culture. Nelson George says that “this was a record that allows people to see the potential 
of this as an art form. It really shows that hip­hop could be very explicit about politics, 











New York’s Bronx. The song is considered “the most influential and important rap song 
to emerge in rap’s early history”107 as it not only vividly and comprehensively describes 
the ruined borough but also provides very immediate intimacy of the ghetto inhabitants’ 
point of view and and most importantly, very poetic treatment of the account. The Furious 
Five,  the group of MCs behind  this  track, employ  rhyming  regularity alternating with 
occasional  surprises108  in  the  rhythmic  framework  used  to  deliver  poignant  social 
commentary.109  This chapter’s focus on the latter looks at the lyrics as a narrative 
produced by distressed observers, experiencers and poets of the 1980s Bronx who through 
their expressive language produce “a dystopian series of urban vignettes.” (65) 
The lyrics of “The Message” are an example of a narrative focused on  the 









  you know they just don’t care  















exhibits the aforementioned focus on the city, the people and the narrator’s inner self. The 
city is damaged by the glass and the excretion of people who, damaged as well, do not 
seem to share the same inner sentiment of despair as the narrator does. These two things 
are  conveniently  contrasted  so  that  the  effect  of  the  narrator's  emotional  impulse  is 
increased.  
  The most prominent feature of “The Message” are the lyrical subjects. The group 
called  the  Furious  Five,  consisted  of  Melle  Mel,  Kid  Kreole,  Cowboy,  Scorpio  and 
Rahiem, remodel their personae into symbolic beings, alter­egos, whose identities overlap 
the everyday observers of the world around. Hess states that “rappers often distinguish 
themselves and their new personae by wearing costumes and masks”111 which is clearly 
visible in the music video shot for “The Message” in which the group wear colourful and 
extraordinary clothes on  the streets of  the Bronx. This  intentional exaggeration allows 
them to transform the real­life reporting into an artistic expression, paralleling the method 
of narrating the serious subject in a versed and rhythmic manner. Hess further adds that 




  The lyrics of “The Message” are a “hard­edged anthem of the urban ghetto.”113 













a literary realism.114 Grandmaster Flash states that “the song is like a window into urban 




3.3. “Wild Style Subway Rap” by Grandmaster Caz: The City as a Thematic Frame 
“The Message” portrays the Bronx from the point of view of the MCs who deliver 




city, more specifically New York’s borough of the South Bronx. The lyrics of the song117 
were written and performed by Grandmaster Caz, the pioneering artist of hip­hop who 
spearheaded the genre’s expansion into American culture.118 The MC, often deemed as 
“the first real hip­hop poet,”119 introduced street­flavoured rhyme with slang that people 
of the street could relate to and told stories with humour, wit and cleverness.120 “Wild 















The  thematic  frame of  the narrative  is  outlined  by  the  first  and  last  lines. The 
former presents the starting point that allows the narrative’s characters to develop: “South 
Bronx, New York, what do I see? / Kids growing up in the community.”121 The last lines 
suggest that the development progressed to a presumably desired end: “South Bronx, New 
York, what do I see? / Talent rising out of the community.”122 The narrator shares the 
same concern for the young generation of the Black community as the lyrics of “The 
Message”. These two songs also follow the same pattern of reporting the ruined borough. 
Grandmaster Caz raises his concerns about the South Bronx, the ruined infrastructure, the 
ever present gang violence,  the unfading sense of danger, all  touched by his profound 
concern about the future of its inhabitants. Lines such as “South Bronx, New York, that’s 
where I dwell / To a lot of people it’s a living hell” or “Streets are filthy, crime is high / 
People look suspicious when you walk by” produce a sense of anxiety and sorrow but 
also create a starting point from which he proposes a solution later in the song. Like the 
lyrics of “The Message”, the content of this song is tightly linked with the MC’s 
autobiographical experience.123 
There is a departure from this social­narrative­style reporting in the second half 
of  the  lyrics. As Grandmaster Caz  lists all  the  things wrong with  the South Bronx, he 
turns  away  from  them  and  begins  to  contemplate  the  possible  escape  and,  perhaps,  a 
solution. He acknowledges that a new cultural movement is emerging from this borough 
of New York, referring of course to the hip­hop movement, which will produce a new 
generation  of  talented  artists,  helping  create  a  better  community.  Emmet  G.  Price  III 
comments that “from the gang­ridden, drug­infested  streets  of Bronx, New York,  [...] 
there arose an urban culture that spread like an antidote to a horrible plague.”124 Within 
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the tragedy of the South Bronx, this specific moment serves as Grandmaster Caz’s 
catharsis,  which  loosens  his  sense  of  anxiety  and  provides  a  hopeful  outlook  for  the 










3.4. “Children’s Story” by Slick Rick: Irony as a Means of Social Commentary 
  As the previous lyrics demonstrate, storytelling and social commentary are key 
forms  for  Black  MCs  who  attempt  to  get  concerns  about  their  environment  across.  
Slick Rick, considered to be the genre’s most prominent storyteller, elevated  hip­hop 
storytelling into an idea that hip­hop alone could be considered as a storytelling genre.127 
Slick Rick is often nicknamed “The Ruler”, a moniker he gained both for his exceedingly 
aristocratic  English  accent,  as  he  was  born  in  London  and  his  command  over  the 
microphone.  (289)  His  storytelling,  however,  was  not  solely  for  entertainment,  as  he 
commented that “stories can teach and stories can destroy and stories can ease tension.”128 
This makes a comparison of Slick Rick’s view on storytelling with Grandmaster Caz’s 













Michael Eric Dyson says that “hip­hop  is  still  fundamentally  an  art  form  that 
traffics in hyperbole, parody, kitsch, dramatic license, double entendres, signification and 
other literary and artistic conventions to get its points across.”129 Slick Rick’s lyrics in the 
song “Children’s Story” adopt such literary conventions in order to contrast the 
seriousness of its subject matter with the playfulness of his artistic expression. The lyrics 
do feature parody, but above all Slick Rick is an ironic lyricist. “Children’s Story” tells a 
straightforward story of a young man who is misled to a path of crime by a gang member. 
The story then narrates his pursuit by police for a crime he committed which results in an 
armed  conflict, taking hostage of a pregnant woman and the boy’s subsequent death. 
However, despite the story’s relatively simple plot, the title and the first lines reveal how 
the two tropes transform the plot  into an almost allegorical  tale. The narrative aims to 
criticize  the worsening  social  situation of African Americans which  almost  inevitably 
leads to crime. The title and the song’s introduction are then more noteworthy in terms of 
the treatment of tropes than the story itself. After all, those stories recurred frequently in 
the Bronx of the 1980s. 














between appearance and reality.”130 Quite visibly the statements about life, laws, justice 
and people’s behaviour do not correspond with the following story. Slick Rick employs 
this figurative approach to demonstrate just how absurd and outrageous the story is. After 
all, these lines describe the “normal” state of things. Enhancing the story with ironic 
commentary  further  intensifies  the  critique  Slick  Rick  discloses.  This  adds  to  the 
assumption that  the narratives of hip­hop lyrics do not only entertain or enlighten, but 
they can also poignantly refer to things that are wrong, ridiculous and unfair.131 
  In addition to the ironic element, “Children’s Story” also parodies a fairy tale. The 
title itself draws heavily upon this assumption. Fairy tales are mainly directed towards 
children due to their educational and playful nature, but “Children’s Story” clearly is not 
directed towards children, nor does it hold the main conclusive value of a typical fairy 
tale  in  which  the  hero  or  heroine,  after  experiencing  an  adventure,  lives  happily  ever 
after.132 The fairy tale element is additionally recognized by the first line which uses the 
emblematic fairy tale phrase “Once upon a time”. The parody is achieved by imitating 
the fairy­tale style and exaggerating its traits133 so that the whole notion of the story being 
a  true  fairy  tale promptly disperses. This,  again,  allows Slick Rick  to demonstrate  the 
silliness of his violent and tragic narrative by using it as a parody of a well­known story 
format.  
  Discussing  the  methods  rappers  use  to  express  their  ideas,  Stephen  Lester 
Thompson states that: “If they have a burden to testify truthfully, neither that burden nor 
its satisfaction seems easily settled in the meanings of lyrics. It follows that hip­hop lyrics 















3.5. “9mm Goes Bang” by Boogie Down Productions: Crime as a Trope 
  Like Slick Rick’s “Children’s Story”, “9mm Goes Bang” by Boogie Down 
Productions uses a similar method of dealing with crime and violence. Both use figurative 
language,  recurring  themes  and  images135  to  intensify  their  critical  commentaries  and 
autobiographical  reports  and  to  incorporate  these  elements  into  a  poetic  narrative. 
Nevertheless, while Slick Rick uses traditional tropes of irony and parody, KRS­One, the 
MC behind the lyrics of “9mm Goes Bang” creates his own trope for the purpose of the 
song’s message. KRS­One is an abbreviation for Knowledge Rules Supreme Over Nearly 
Everyone. Often praised for his humanistic learnings, promotion of self­enlightenment 
and anti­violence,136 KRS­One  in  this  song presents  a narrative  that  follows a  similar 
pattern as Slick Rick’s “Children’s Story”: an armed conflict, taking a hostage, gang 
rivalry and a murder. But unlike Slick Rick’s lyrics, there is neither irony nor parody.  
KRS­One uses the motif of crime as an all­encompassing trope that transforms 
the relatively simple narrative into an intense and aggressive sequence of images, sounds 
and emotional  impulses. The hyperbolic  treatment of  those concepts gives  the MC an 
opportunity to mediate and transfer the insufferably intense sensual stimuli of aggression 
and violence. As Bradley comments: “Rap never ignores its listeners. Quite the contrary, 














This introduces the main motif of the lyrics, a lethal weapon. Moreover, the song’s 
musical accompaniment contains a beat whose metallic and distorted sound resembles 
gunfire, enhancing the weapon’s role throughout the track. The pistol as a symbolic 
instrument of control, power and consequently death, is used in the lyrics in exaggerated 
moments: “Me knew a crack dealer by the name of Peter / Had to buck him down with 
my 9mm”139 or “He reached for his pistol but it was just a waste / Cause my 9mm was up 
against his face.”140 The treatment of this feature gives KRS­One an opportunity to expose 
the drama of life­threatening danger to an audience from outside the ghetto environment.  
The use of sounds as a  rhetorical device produces an audible dimension  to  the 
violent situations which further allows the MC to immerse his audience, given that the 
sounds  in question are  sounds of  violence: “Puffin’ sensimilla I heard ‘knock, knock, 
knock’ / But the way that they knocked it did not sound like any cop.” KRS­One 
emphasizes that  this  is not a sound of knocking that could be perceived as familiar or 
“typical”. The tension that he creates by  this sound  is  further enhanced by  its unusual 
nature, the unknown. It is clear from the context of the song’s story that this sound is 
produced by a gang rival, but the narrator’s uncertainty and anxiety develop the suspense. 
This contributes to the argument that the merit of rap’s stories does not solely rely on the 
content but as content expressed in vivid and poetic language.141  
KRS­One uses an elaborate trope of crime in his lyrics for “9mm Goes Bang”. 
This  allows  him  to  enhance  the  violent  narrative  of  gang  rivalry,  pistol  shooting  and 
murder, to an intriguing play of literary language. This means that for all the aspects of 
 
138 Boogie Down Productions, “9mm Goes Bang,” Genius, Genius Media Group, Inc., 
<https://genius.com/Boogie­down­productions­9mm­goes­bang­lyrics> 11 April 2021. 
139 Boogie Down Productions, “9mm Goes Bang”. 









to  the  notion  that  these Bronx  rappers  came  from  an  environment  which  was  hard  to 
endure. 
 
3.6. “It’s Like That” by Run­DMC: Hip­Hop as Testimony 
  The  overall  crudity  of  ghetto  life  is  addressed  continually  throughout  rap 
storytelling.  Some  songs  focus  on  specific  aspects,  while  others  provide  a  more 





American  pop  music,  Run­DMC  promoted  the  original  street  quality  of  the  hip­hop 
pioneers. Their commercial success and their emphasis on authenticity influenced how 
the ghetto youth walked, talked and dressed.143 This is why the group eventually became 
known as “The Beatles of hip­hop.”144  Run­DMC  innovated  lyrical  conventions  and 
created a brand­new sound for the genre’s future that attracted a wider audience. (265) 
The beginning of hip­hop’s process of popularisation did not, however, signal a decline 















almost philosophical  reflection on  the state of  things. This  illustrated  in  lines such as: 
“Unemployment at a record high / People coming, people going, people born to die.” 
(268) The observant narrators also make a quite suitable use of their addressee. The song 
features  certain  elements  of  second­person  narrative  in  which  the  narrator  directly 
addresses  their  audience  to  involve  them more closely  in  the narrative.145 This allows 
Run­DMC to partly convey their burden to their audience and to share with them their 
intended message more intimately, as shown in the following lines: “[DMC] When you 
feel your failure sometimes it hurts / [Run] For a meaning in life is why you search.” 
(270) Denise Sullivan comments on this specific method used by Run­DMC and says that 
“this was hip­hop with an intention to inform not only with reality reportage, [...] but with 
hard  information.”146 This means  that  the  inclusion of  the presumed  listener  creates a 
sense  of  shared  space  which  allows  the  rappers  to  address  their  contemplation  more 
directly.  
   The notion of testimony, which is thoroughly interwoven in the lyrics’ structure, 
is emphasized by the recurring statement “It’s like that and that’s the way it is.” (268) For 
all  the  problematic  things  Run­DMC  describe  in  the  song  there  is  an  involuntary 
reconciliation, in other words the acknowledgement of their powerlessness as individuals. 
Nevertheless, Run­DMC eventually conclude  that  it  is only through  the  lyrics  that  the 








inclusion of  their audience can  they  transfer  their  report  further. Thompson states  that 
“this communicative­message model of hip­hop lyrical meaning holds that a successful 
hip­hop lyric must be a genuine testimony about the lyricist’s real self.”147  As  a 
consequence, Run­DMC prove that the language of hip­hop can be used as a catalyst for 
social  commentary  and  a  testimony  about  the  circumstances  under  which  the  Black 
population struggles. 




format  of  hip­hop  lyrics  to  speak  their  minds  truthfully.  This  transformative  process 
allows them to alter the troubling reality in order to produce self­controlled meaning in 
their art.148 Hip­hop lyrics therefore provide a platform for MCs to express their troubled 
realities  and  narrate  their  stories  in  a  way  which  is  informative,  educational  and 
entertaining. As Kato comments: “Ultimately, [...] it is the act of peacemaking or the 
peace movement in the ghetto as an alternative to the spiral of violence that causes every 















atmosphere which, as one could imagine, leaves its mark on an artist’s life. This subgenre 
of  hip­hop,  appropriately  labelled  as  conscious  and  political,  therefore  incorporates 
narratives whose subject matter overflows with pain, desperation and anger lived in New 









part of rap. The content of those rap songs that are sometimes referred to as “rapping 




painting,  is  applicable  to  rap  lyrics.  Some  rap  lyrics  present  a  smooth  and  relaxed 
portrayal of  the  joys of rap  life, while others portray violent and dark aspects of gang 
atmosphere. In addition to the varying subject matter of rap songs, the mood is always set 
by the vocal delivery of a rapper. 










from the genre’s very emergence. Many rappers see themselves as genuine poets who 
contribute considerably to the canon of African American poetry. However, due to rap’s 
reliance on the musical form, the instrumental beat accompanying rap lyrics and MC’s 
vocal performance, it is primarily classified as a genre of music. Furthermore, certain key 
elements of rap, such as rhythm, rely heavily both on the act of oral delivery and musical 
form. As a consequence, the poetic metre of rap lyrics is strictly related to the beat’s 
rhythm, or as Bradley states: “simply put, a rap verse is the product of one type of rhythm 
(that of language) being fitted to another (that of music).”154 For that reason, this chapter 
focuses on the poetic features of rap that do not rely on the musical part of rap. These 
features  include  the  various  use  of  rhymes,  wordplay,  figures  of  speech,  tropes  and 
phenomena which developed in rap’s many varieties of using language. 
Rap  lyrics  transcribed  in  a proper manner noticeably  resemble  lines of poetry. 


















“The New Rap Language” by the Treacherous Three shows  how  rhymes  and 
wordplay work as one of the primary aesthetically pleasing aspects of the rap lyrics. The 
song exhibits rappers’ achievement of playful wordplay delivered with frequent, sharp 
internal rhymes. The lyrics formulate the fundamentals of rap language which allows rap 
to operate as poetry, a theme which further appears in the following lyrics. 
“Ain’t No Half Steppin” by Big Daddy Kane presents rap as poetry and a rapper 
as a poet. The MC uses highly figurative language and intricate figures of speech that 
contribute  to  the poetry of  the  lyrics. Moreover, he declares himself a poet of  the  rap 
genre,  which  further  emphasizes  his  creative  use  of  language.  The  lyrics  introduce  a 
rapper coming into the field of poetry by demonstrating their lyrical skills, a necessity for 
the rap persona to be successful.  




braggadocio. The song  introduces  the confident  rapper who uses his knowledge about 
own lyrical ability to assert his superiority in the rap genre. This is a theme which relates 
to the lyrical competitiveness frequently found in rap. 











form  and  content  of  language.  The  MC  emphasizes  creativity  and  originality  as  the 




4.1. “The New Rap Language” by the Treacherous Three: Rhyme and Wordplay as 
Key Methods 
  The lyrics of “The New Rap Language” by the Treacherous Three, as the song’s 
title suggests, provide a very eloquent introduction to the then­emerging genre of music 
and lyrical expression. Released in 1980, (106) the song introduced the very influential 




revolves around the use of poetic devices, fast rhetoric and sharp wordplay. The song’s 
relatively long duration of eight minutes provides an almost hypnotic listen of the rappers 
relentlessly  exchanging  sharp  rhymed  statements  and  witty  puns.  The  analysis  in  this 
section focuses on the poetic devices rhyme and wordplay. By using these forms which 
are  essential  for  poetry,  the  Treacherous  Three  further  demonstrate  that  language  of 
poetry and language of rap work very similarly in regard to the sound of words. 
  Rhyme is one of the central features of rap lyricism. As many MCs refer to their 











motive used in the lyrics of “The New Rap Language”. The song’s very simple subject 
matter of the MCs praising themselves for their lyrical and rhyming abilities is strongly 
supported by the very method the MCs of the Treacherous Three express themselves, thus 
supporting  the  lyrics’ authenticity. Instead of relying solely on the “standard” rhyme, 
defined by Philip Hobsbaum as “the exact echoing of a sound at the end of one line by 
the sound at the end of another line,”160 the MCs use various extensions to their rhyming 
scheme. 
 The  most  prominent  of  those  aspects  is  the  use  of  internal  rhyme,  or  rhyme 
appearing within a line.161 Despite a few exceptions, the lyrics follow the internal rhyme 
pattern, with every one or two lines focusing on a specific sound. This can be seen in the 
following lines: “Well, I’m always clean, I’m not too mean, the baddest man you ever 
seen / The finger­poppin, nonstoppin man who gets the party rockin” (108) or “Hey, 
diddle­diddle on the fiddle, ’cause the cat is in the middle / Will he rhyme or will he 
riddle, does he want a tender vittle?” (109) As these excerpts demonstrate, the decisive 





creates  a  space  for  unique  and  original  wordplay.  This  unusual  and  clever  use  of 












way, as can be seen in the following lines: “And an ocean full of lotion ’cause it’s like his 
magic potion / But my notion’s that the potion’s workin some kind of commotion” (109). 
While the consonant sound is maintained, Kool Moe Dee, the rapper behind this verse, 
uses figurative language to communicate his meaning. An ocean full of lotion serving like 
a magic potion refers to an advanced skill of rhyming and the MC’s possession of the 
“magic” of rhyming, the theme which is maintained throughout the lyrics. Furthermore, 
Kool Moe Dee states that possession and application of the rhyming abilities brings joy 
and excitement to the lyricist’s audience. This phrase, among a great number of other 
phrases in “The New Rap Language”, contribute to the notion that rap, as a primarily oral 
poetry, relies more heavily on devices of sound than literary poetry.164 MCs therefore use 
those devices in more specific instances, suited for the demands of oral expression.165 As 
a result, the lyrics of “The New Rap Language” provide an exhaustive exploration of the 
sounds and forms of the English language.  
Adam Bradley states that “rap’s reliance on rhyme distinguishes it from almost 
every other form of contemporary music and from most contemporary literary poetry.”166 
The Treacherous Three in the lyrics of “The New Rap Language” use rhyme as the 
primary technique of communicating their lyrics and emphasizing rhyme’ ability to 
produce  aural  pleasure.  This  allows  them  to  create  new  and  original  ways  of 
communication and the form of language. By using the innovative methods of expressing 
thoughts and binding  language  in  a consonant, musically pleasing way,  wordplay and 
rhymes in rap could be perceived as one of rap’s many attempts to refashion language.167 














work with  language embody the poet’s persona. Big Daddy Kane, the MC behind the 
song called “Ain’t No Half Steppin’” charmed his audience with his deep and alluring 
voice. His charismatic persona, stylish delivery and mainly his work with words made 
him one of the most celebrated rappers of the 1980s. Rapper Craig G says that “Kane put 
together all the principles of a great MC, which was cadence, just the level of coolness 
on the mic to deliver his stuff and punchlines.”168 Moreover, Kane is often considered as 
a  prominent  pioneer of the rap expression who expanded rap’s reliance on rhymed 
couplets and simple similes to lyrical innovations beyond the framework of both rap and 
poetry. (136) In the lyrics of “Ain’t No Half Steppin’” Kane uses various poetic devices, 
including the previously mentioned rhymes and wordplay, to establish himself as a poet 
and to present his language as poetic.  
  Kane’s lyrics here follow a similar pattern of presenting the MC’s lyrical qualities 
in a slightly exaggerated self­praising manner as the one in “The New Rap Language” by 
the Treacherous Three. However, the focus shifts from the ability to maintain the poetic 
form of rhyme alone to the application of more profoundly figurative and rhythmically 
structured language. For that reason, “Ain’t No Half Steppin” exhibits the MC’s highly 
poetic and elaborate style. Bradley says that “for the MC, just as for any artist, style is the 
sum of rules and creativity.”169  Kane’s style incorporates figures of speech, such as 
metaphor or simile, in order to produce subtle and playful phrases. This can be seen in 







Letterman” (144) Again, the MC elevates his ability to perform and to express himself 
purely. Nevertheless, the line that follows presents a very creative use of simile, a figure 
of speech where explicit comparison is used to enhance an image or a concept.170 Kane 
likens his ability  to work with  language  to David Letterman,  the acclaimed American 
comedian  and  host  of  the  famous  television  show  Late  Night  with  David  Letterman, 
whose ability to communicate publicly and to work with language propelled him to the 
highest levels of his profession. Furthermore, Kane uses the simile as a deconstruction of 
the word “Letterman” as a compound of the words “letter” and “man” suggesting that he 
works with language as a literal “man of letters”. The use of this simile, which refers to a 
concrete image and simultaneously creates an image in the process, shows that Big Daddy 
Kane exercises what Bradley calls “the concept of genius, the capacity of particular artists 




lyrics of “Ain’t No Half Steppin’”. The rapper was undoubtedly aware of his lyrical 
abilities, as he commented on his progress: “I believe that  I  know  how  to  deliver 




such as prose or drama, both defined by their own respective rules. Moreover, Kane’s 
explicit statements about his poetic identity often recur in the lyrics: “I’m the authentic 













sphere of poetry. He uses the already established rap language in the lyrics of “Ain’t No 
Half Steppin’” to manifest its poetic potential and to use this potential to become a poet. 
The suggestion  that  rap is a continuation of poetry, which  is  to be composed over  the 
beat’s rhythm and performed orally, proposes that rap songs work on the same formal and 
aesthetic principle as poems. Rappers,  therefore, use language to manifest  their  lyrical 
skills in a very similar manner as poets.  
 






with a style of writing and rapping  that  is  as  relevant  today as  it was when  the group 
started  producing  songs  in  the  mid­1980s.  (168)  The  rapper  acquired  formal  musical 
training  as  a  jazz  saxophonist  and  incorporated  this  in  his  phrasing,  rhythm  and  the 
musical sensitivity of his language.172 His style, therefore, would almost single­handedly 







released  in  1987174  manifest  those  mentioned  attributes  in  their  sophisticated  use  of 
rhymes and euphonically intriguing figures of speech. Moreover, the lyrics introduce an 
important aspect of the rap genre called braggadocio, where the MC’s knowledge of his 
own unparalleled  lyrical  abilities  compels him  to  challenge and oppose  other MCs  in 
order to assert superiority.  
  Rakim’s most remarkable treatment of rhyming in the lyrics of “I Ain’t No Joke” 
is his use of multisyllabic rhymes that are distributed both within a line and across various 
lines. This approach of self­referencing corresponding sounds allows Rakim to employ 
rhyme both as “a mnemonic device and as a form of rhythmic pleasure.”175 These rhyming 
multisyllabic chains highlight  the meaning of  the  rhymed words, which are  structured 
accordingly to the lyrics’ subject matter and remain dynamic in the lyrics’ rhythm. This 
method can be seen, for example, in the following lines: “Another enemy, not even a 
friend of me / ’Cause you’ll get fried in the end when you pretend to be” (175) Here, 
Rakim employs three multisyllabic structures as rhymes distributed across two lines. The 
first one, the word “enemy”, signals that the structure is composed of three syllables. The 
second one expands the notion of Rakim’s lyrical capacity in that he employs three 
separate monosyllabic words, “friend of me”, in order to complement the previous, three­
syllable  word.  In  addition  to  that,  the  third  rhyme  further  demonstrates  how  Rakim 
operates with language. The three­syllable rhyming structure occurs in three words that 
contain  four  syllables.  Yet,  the  unstressed  quality  of  the  first  syllable  in  the  word 
“pretend” allows him to complement the previous rhymes so that when performed orally, 
the rhythm maintains its motion. Adam Bradley states that: “Rakim, one of rap’s greatest 
rhyme innovators, emphasizes the importance of an MC’s control of language on the 
 











  Rakim, in “I Ain’t No Joke”, uses profoundly composed and musical language. 
He also addresses an unknown figure whom he confronts with his  lyrical abilities and 
challenges them to improve their own. It would be reasonable to assign the addressee’s 
identity to that of an unknown MC, as John P. Pittman says that “one of the most pervasive 
motifs is a rapper’s claim to be superior as a rapper to all others on the scene.”177 This 
type of lyrical content called braggadocio is frequently used in rap lyrics.178 The song’s 
title  implies  that  Rakim  considers  himself  and,  more  importantly,  his  lyrical  style  as 
important  and  serious.  The  aforementioned  lyrical  virtuosity  for  which  Rakim  is 
frequently acclaimed serves as a ground for his message  towards  fellow rappers. This 
phenomenon can be seen in the following lines: 
Cause you’ll get fried in the end when you pretend to be  





But soon you start to suffer, the tune’ll get rougher  
When you start to stutter, that’s when you had enough of  
Biting, it’ll make you choke, you can’t provoke  
You can’t cope, you should have broke because I ain’t no joke 
(175) 
 













methods and then turns back to his addressee to encounter them. Bradley states that “this 
form of lyrical celebration of self and denigration of others can be puerile, but it can also 
be gratifying.”179 
 It  is  important  to note  that  the highly competitive environment of  the hip­hop 
genre stems from the historical circumstances of gang rivalry and ghetto life where social 
status, which can be seen as analogous to rapper’s status, contributed to an individual’s 
better  life  conditions  and  reputation.  This  phenomenon  of  status  and  competition  is 
fittingly illustrated in “I Ain’t No Joke” by Eric B. & Rakim. The lyrics exhibit thoroughly 
structured language whose aesthetic design and advanced figures of speech allow the MC 
to declare himself a virtuoso lyricist and to attack other MCs to discredit their abilities. 
The braggadocio then stems from the MCs’ need to assert his status as superior lyricists 
in order  to maintain his popularity,  to discredit  their opponents or  to become  the best 
player in the hip­hop game. It is a game whose rules emphasize as much a rapper’s lyrical 
abilities as their capability to establish themselves as rulers of the rap genre. 
 
4.4. “The Godfather” by Spoonie Gee: Rap Lyrics as Expressions of Social Status 
  Rappers who boast about their lyrical quality are fundamental to the rap canon. 
Big Daddy Kane’s declaration that his lyrics are poetry and he himself is a poet in “Ain’t 
No Half Steppin’” and Rakim’s elaborately delivered statement  about  his  verbal 









the Treacherous Three, introduces a more relaxed approach to this “rhapsodic 
competitiveness,”181 as Pittman describes. In the lyrics of “The Godfather” Spoonie Gee 




  Spoonie Gee calls himself “the godfather of rap”183 in the recurring choruses of 
the lyrics. By that he introduces the concept of a symbolic figure as the central lyrical 
subject. This transformation from a regular MC to the fashioned and slightly exaggerated 
“essential” persona of the rap genre allows him to develop his delivery of self­praising, 
which  is  as  hyperbolic  as  his  symbolic  figure.  Spoonie  Gee,  one  of  the  pioneers  and 
originators  of  the  rap  language,  assumes  the  status  of  a  godfather  and  presents  his 
contribution to the new cultural movement in a humorous fashion, maintaining the notion 
of hyperbole. In his discussion of authors masking themselves, previously mentioned in 
the chapter about the lyrics of “The Message”, Mickey Hess describes a concept he calls 
“the doctrine of impersonality of the artist” which leads the audience to perceive the 
poet’s voice not as a voice of their real identity but rather as the one presented in poems.184 






























  Hess  states: “A hip­hop  persona  may  be  composed  in  response  to  the  conflict 
inherent in selling one’s identity while maintaining in lyrics that this artist’s identity 
matches the performer’s.”187 Spoonie Gee uses the titular figure of his “The Godfather” 
as a symbolic voice to deliver the lyrics’ subject matter of humorous braggadocio and the 
life of a hip­hop lyricist in general. The hip­hop life is therefore a key theme in the lyrical 
canon  of  rap,  the  bragging  Black  poet  is  consequently  its  main  voice.  This  cultural 
phenomenon emerged, according to Tricia Rose, “as a source for youth of alternative 
identity formation and social status.”188 The new cultural identity of the young African 
 







Americans and  their need  to maintain  their position  in  the artistic environment of  this 
culture facilitated hip­hop to become an accessible platform where voices could speak, 
and  people  could  be  heard.  As  hip­hop  progressively  gained  popularity  and  a  wider 




4.5. “My Philosophy” by Boogie Down Productions: Rap as an Artistic Discipline 




the lyrics of “My Philosophy”. Correspondingly, he assumes the role of a lecturer to 
communicate the importance of hip­hop culture and the rap genre as an unequivocal part 
of  American  poetry  and  culture.  Richard  Shusterman says that “many of the more 















partly referred to in Spoonie Gee’s “The Godfather”, is gained by authenticity and 
originality, as the following lines demonstrate:  
So please stop burnin and learn to earn respect 












subject matter. As KRS­One mentions his part in representing New York’s South Bronx, 
he  emphasizes  that  relying  on  the MCs’ place of origin is crucial. Both a source for 
inspiration  and  an  important  theme  in  hip­hop  culture,  the  place  of  origin  and  its 
representation in rap is an important theme which contributes to an MC’s need to prove 
their authenticity. 
  Bradley and DuBois state that “an interest in cultural studies will likely lead one 
to situate rap in relation to its sociological, geographical, or racial context.” (XXXI) These 
























and  intelligence,  as  the  key  instrument  in  establishing  rap  as  an  artistic  discipline. 
Furthermore, the song states that MCs who promote racial stereotypes and deliberately 
exploit  rap do not belong  in  the canon. KRS­One hints  that  the rapper needs  to speak 
truthfully with a perspective on improving the cultural or social background which they 
represent. As Hess comments: “The message is that growing up Black means growing up 
poor. The pervading notion is that social disadvantage gives MCs an inimitable quality 
and a voice to tell their stories”192 The key factors which make rap lyrics genuine pieces 
of art are therefore the authentic voice and the artistic vision of a rapper who is determined 
to contribute to the rap canon with lyrics that are true to the needs of Black culture. 
  The lyrics of “My Philosophy” summarize the key principles on which rap 
operates as an art form. The proposal that rap is a full­fledged artistic discipline is further 
enhanced by the MC’s insistent tone used to promote creative and intelligent writing as 
the source for rap  lyrics. KRS­One outlines his philosophical manifesto about hip­hop 








poverty  into  aesthetic  innovation  and  art.193  Bradley says that “together, rap’s formal 

















theory  demonstrates  that  poetry  truly  appears  in  many  shapes  and  forms.  The 
revolutionary  movement  which  began  the  process  of  Black  cultural  resurrection 
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My people, people, people, can’t you see 
What’s really goin' on? 
Unemployment’s high, the housing’s bad 
And the schools are teaching wrong 
Cancer from the water, pollution in the air 












Winter’s cold, can’t get no heat 
Just move your body to the beat 
While it takes you on a disco ride 
Get high until you’re pacified 
Our youth actin' like the living dead 
Ain’t talkin' bout the body. Talkin' bout the head 
Space out y'all to the disco rhyme 
You're movin' to the rhythm but you’re wastin' time 
Stop and think. Do you know what’s real? 
Well let me educate you to the real deal 
The media, is telling lies 
The devil’s taking off his disguise 
They’re killing us, in the streets 


















Damn. Let’s even the score 
Cause We’re fired up and won’t take no more 
We’re fired up! won’t take no more! 
We’re fired up! won’t take no more! 
We’re fired up! won’t take no more! 
We’re fired up! won’t take no more! 
 
The story might give you stomach cramps 
Like America’s got concentration camps 
People like Malcolm lived and died 
Warning us about genocide 
























Well if you ain’t down We’ll get you first 
Cause you slow us down just like a curse 




Like Coltrane’s horn blowin' Love Supreme 
 
You heard what Marcus Garvey said 
And we can’t stand still 
 
He said, “Up you mighty nation. You can 









As you’re moving to the beat 'til the early light 
This country’s moving too, moving to the right 
Prepare now, or get high and wait 













And we’re against any one or thing 
That tries to hold us back 
 
So think, but don’t take too long 
The time is getting late 
 
And deejays if you’ve got a mic 
It’s your job to educate 
 
Well, I know my voice is not rated X 
We didn’t talk about money, or talk about sex 



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































206 Spoonie Gee, “The Godfather”, Genius, Genius Media Group, Inc., 
 <https://genius.com/Spoonie­gee­the­godfather­lyrics> 17 April 2021. 
 
98 
 
So now you people know don't have to guess 
I'm not the king of rap, not lord, not prince 
I was a young kid rappin', I've been rockin' ever since 
I was just a young buck, I didn't care what 
MCs were in my way they never uttered a but 
 
 'Cause I'm the godfather 
I'm the godfather 
 
I caught silly young ladies, to just chill 
They never said no to me ­ always say that they will do 
Whenever I want them to ­ when I confront them to 
Watch where you're walkin', or you just might bump into 
I never rule them, I only school them 
But if they ever try to fool me 
That's when I fool them 
 
I'm the godfather 
I'm the godfather 
 
No time to be jealous, only to make money 
I rap on stage, shake my butt for your honey 
'Cause I'm rockin' and I'm a non­stoppin' 
MC baby, who loves finger­poppin' 
So don't diss me, just kiss me 
If I ever have ya and leave, you're gonna miss me 
I'm just a brother so what's up sis? 
'Cause it's the pretty young ladies that make me talk like this 
 
Yes I'm the godfather 
I'm the godfather 
 
They say that I'm an MC, some say that I'm a poet 
I changed my style people just didn't know it yet 
I had to tell them, I might [?] 'em 
You mess with me and both of your eyes I swell them 
[?] like Al Capone, I'm 'bout to take charge 
Got [?] and new car in my garage 
All the ladies want to cruise me, they don't move me 
See my bankroll they want to try to use me 
But I'm no fool never losin' my cool 
But for me to undress I make the young ladies drool 
I'm not braggin' tellin' you what I'm about 
Young ladies no babies and marriage is out 
But if you insist, you can come get this 
Your house or mine, night or day we'll be fine 
So let's get with it, so that I can hit it 
In an hour or two me and you can just quit it 
 
I'm the godfather 
I'm the godfather 
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Now the beat will be smokin' when the fire is out 
So take your hand off your hips and baby let's work out 
No leanin' on the wall, no standin' around 
So are you ready (For what?!) for the beat in me now 
Because people come and see me, some people want to be me 
Pretty young ladies wanna L­U­V me 
The beat so bad that at 9 o'clock 
In the morning if you play it they'll call the cops 
 
Yes I'm the godfather 
Yes I'm the godfather 
 
You got rockin' beats, non­stoppin' beats 
Some records even have finger­poppin' beats 
Always rappin' on time, Gemini is my sign 
I'm so deep that's why I keep all the girlies on mine 
I'm a fanatic at this, I'm at the top of the list 
Stay cool, don't break the rules unless you wanna get dissed 
Respect me while I'm rappin' on a record or show 
You could stare, cause I don't care just as long you know 
 
That I'm the godfather 
Yes I'm the godfather 
 
Now you'll be jumpin', your heart'll be thumpin' 
Place'll be rockin', sweat'll be poppin' 
Off your face, all over the place 
Easy Lee spin the records at a steady pace 
Don't stand around, your face holdin' a frown 
This is the season, no reason you can't get down 
So get off the wall, let's have a ball 
Boogie down to the beat just give it your all 
No need to get high just have money to spend 
So you can have a good time because it's within 
 
'Cause I'm the godfather 
Yes I'm the godfather 
Of rap 
 
 
Boogie Down Productions – My Philosophy207 
 
("So, you're a philosopher?") 
("Yes, I think very deeply.") 
In about four seconds, a teacher will begin to speak 
 
Let us begin, what, where, why or when 
 
207 Adam Bradley and Andrew DuBois, eds., The Anthology of Rap (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2010) 151­154. 
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Will all be explained like instructions to a game 
See I'm not insane, in fact I'm kind of rational 
When I be asking you, "Who is more dramatical?" 
This one or that one, the white one or the black one 
Pick the punk and I'll jump up to attack one 
KRS­One is just the guy to lead a crew 
Right up to your face and diss you 
Everyone saw me on the last album cover 
Holding a pistol, something far from a lover 
Beside my brother, S­C­O­T­T 
I just laughed 'cause no one can defeat me 
This is lecture number two, "My Philosophy" 
Number one, was "Poetry" you know it's me 
This is "My Philosophy," many artists got to learn 
I'm not flammable, I don't burn 
So please stop burning and learn to earn respect 
'Cause that's just what KR collects 
See, what do you expect when you rhyme like a soft punk? 
You walk down the street and get jumped 
You got to have style and learn to be original 
And everybody's gonna wanna diss you 
Like me, we stood up for the South Bronx 
And every sucker MC had a response 
You think we care? I know that they are on the tip 
My posse from the Bronx is thick 
In real real life, we roll correctly 
A lot of suckers would like to forget me 
But they can't 'cause like a champ I have got a record 
Of knocking out the frauds in a second 
On the mic, I believe that you should get loose 
I haven't come to tell you I got juice 
I just produce, create, innovate on a higher level 
I'll be back, but for now just sekkle! 
 
In about four seconds, a teacher will begin to speak 
 
I'll play the nine and you play the target 
You all know my name so I guess I'll just start it 
Or should I say start this, teaching I'm the artist 
Styles and new concepts at their hardest 
Yo, 'cause I'm a teacher and Scott is a scholar 
It ain't about money cause we all make dollars 
That's why I walk with my head up 
When I hear wack rhymes I get fed up 
Rap is like a set­up, a lot of games 
A lot of suckers with colorful names 
I'm so­and­so, I'm this, I'm that 
Huh, but they all just wick­wick­wack 
I'm not white or red or black, I'm brown 
From the Boogie Down 
Productions, of course, our music be thumping 
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Others say they're bad, but they're bugging 
Let me show you something now about Hip Hop 
About D­Nice, Melodie and Scott La Rock 
I'll get a pen, a pencil, a marker 
Mainly, what I write is for the average New Yorker 
Some MCs be talking and talking 
Trying to show how Black people are walking 
But I don't walk this way to portray 
Or reinforce stereotypes of today 
Like all my brothers eat chicken and watermelon 
Talk broken English and drug selling 
See, I'm telling and teaching pure facts 
The way some act in rap is kind of wack 
And it lacks creativity and intelligence 
But they don't care 'cause their company's selling it 
It's my philosophy on the industry 
Don't bother dissing me or even wishing we'd 
Soften, dilute or commercialize all the lyrics 
'Cause it's about time one of y'all hear it 
And hear it first­hand from an intelligent brown man 
A vegetarian, no goat or ham 
Or chicken or turkey or hamburger 
'Cause to me that's suicide, self­murder 
Let us get back to what we call hip­hop 
And what it meant to DJ Scott La Rock 
 
("So, you're a philosopher?") 
("Yes, I think very deeply.") 
In about four seconds, a teacher will begin to speak 
 
How many MCs must get dissed 
Before somebody says, "Don't f*** with Kris!"? 
This is just one style, out of many 
Like a piggy bank, this is one penny 
My brother's name is Kenny, that's Kenny Parker 
My other brother I.C.U. is much darker 
Boogie Down Productions is made up of teachers 
The lecture is conducted from the mic into the speaker 
Who gets weaker: the king or the teacher? 
It's not about a salary, it's all about reality 
Teachers teach and do the world good 
Kings just rule and most are never understood 
If you were to rule or govern a certain industry 
All inside this room right now would be in misery 
No one would get along nor sing a song 
'Cause everyone'd be singing for the king, am I wrong? 
I say yo, what's up? It's me again 
Scott La Rock, KRS, BDP again 
Many people had the nerve to think we would end the trend 
With Criminal Minded, an album which is only ten 
Funky, funky, funky, funky, funky hit records 
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No more than four minutes and some seconds 
The competition checks and checks and keeps checking 
They take the album, take it home and start sweating 
Why? Well, it's simple, to them, it's kind of vital 
To take KRS­One's title 
To them, I'm like an idol, some type of entity 
In everybody's rhyme, they wanna mention me? 
Or rather mention us, me and Scott La Rock 
But they can get bust, get robbed, get dropped 
I don't play around, nor do I eff around 
And you can tell by the bodies that are left around 
When some clown jumps up to get beat down 
Broken down to his very last compound 
See how it sound, a little un­rational 
A lot of MCs like to use the word "dramatical" 
 
Fresh for '88, you suckers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
